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In his recent short communication on the generic status of Sa reo-
caulon Sweet, Albers (1996), concluded that Sarcocaufoll is con-
generic with the older Mansonia L. and made the necessary 
nomenclatural changes. I do not support his action and respond 
as follows: 
Besides the similar karyologic, chemotaxonomic and DNA 
characters listed between the above two genera, the author's 
decision to sink Sarcocaulon relied heavily on the heteromor-
phous nature of the related genus Pelargonium L'Herit., where 
the differences at sect ion level are as great as that between Sarco-
amlon and Mansonia. Why, if Pelargonium has woody succu-
lents and annuals for example, could Mansonia not also be 
heteromorphous? 
The concept of a genus, as with a species, is fraught with diffi-
culties and I question whether the change was really necessary. 
After all, the Imernational Code of Botanical Nomenclature 
expressly states in its preamble that the purpose of giving a name 
to a taxonomic group is not to indicate its characters or history, 
but to supply a means of referring to it and to indicate its taxo-
nomic rank. It also states that it aims at the provision of stability 
in nomenclature (Greuter et al.. 1994). The inclusion of Sarco-
cauloll in Mansonia, has disturbed this stability. No doubt the 
author was following the Code's other recommendation that 'the 
only proper reasons for changing a name are either a more pro-
found knowledge of the facts resulting from adequate taxonomic 
study'. This begs the question, are micromorphological charac-
ters more important than macrornorphological characters and 
where does one stop? One of the referees of this letter, for exam-
ple, pointed out that recent unpublished molecular data sug· 
gested that some of the currently accepted sect ions wi thin 
Pelargoniwn are paraphyletic and that similar work was required 
on Mansonia and Sarcocaulon in order to determine whether 
these two genera are both monophyletic or whether one has 
arisen from the other. 
Albers,op. cit., in his abstract stated that 'The gross morpho-
logical characters currently used to separate the two genera occur 
also in several sections of Pelargonium'. I know, however, of no 
Pelargonium species which has a hard, shiny bark impregnated 
with flammable wax and resin, a feature which is probably the 
most important discontinuity between Sarcocauloll and Manso-
nia and which has unfortunately not been mentioned by the 
author in his paper. Marloth described this unique feature as fo l· 
lows: 
'The stems are swollen and to some extent succulent, but cov-
ered with a thick cortex of special structure. This consists of 
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numerous layers of compressed cork-cells, which are impreg-
nated with resin and wax. thus forming an impervious cyl inder 
around the living tissues of stem and branches. Every year a new 
set of cork-cells is added to th is mantle from within. which thus 
attains a considerable thickness in course of time. The quantity 
of resin and wax in it is so large that plants taken directly from 
the soil will bum like a torch, hence the name candle bush for S. 
Burmmzni (DC.) Sweet (Karoo and Namaqualand) or bushman's 
candle for S. rigidum Schinz (Great Namaqualand)' (Marloth 
1925). 
Although detailed work on the chemistry of the bark of only 
one species, SarcocaliloH patersol1ii (DC.) G.Don (5. rigidum) 
has been published (Schmid 1932), ali 14 species burn with a 
smoky flame (personal observation). I know of no records of any 
Mansonia species having a flammable, cartilaginous bark. 
The presence of this cartilaginous, translucent and flammable 
bark, plus the unmistakable dwarf, woody habit, suggest that 
Sarcocauloll is sufficien tl y distinct not to be included in Manso-
nia. I also know of no bridging taxa. Certainly, after studying 
thousands of bushman candles in situ and in cultivation and 
hundreds of Monsonias in situ I have never had a problem in 
regarding them as separate genera. 
In dismissing my sectional treatment of SarcocauJolI, the 
author stated. 'The sectional divisions of Sarcocauloll created by 
Moffett (1979) are based only on leaf morphological characters, 
which are strongly influenced by environmental conditions. and 
are therefore plastic and unreliable'. This sweeping statement 
may be true of other genera, but, after exhaustive study in the 
field and in the glasshouse, I found that the fou r basic types of 
leaf morphology and notably the nature of the margin, were not 
influenced in any way by environmental factors. In three cases, 
the sections were coupled to flower colour as welL My delimita-
tion of the sections was subsequent ly supported by Groenewalt, 
Verhoeven and Venter (1989) who studied the distribution of the 
phenolic acids of all the species and who stated 'From the results 
obtained it is clear that the chemical data support the morpholog-
ical data of Moffett (1979)'. 
Thus, although the author was entitled on the evidence before 
him to have included Sarcocaulon in Mansonia , and was correct 
in pointing out that the difference in androecium structure high-
lighted by Knuth (1912) between these genera was negligible, I 
am unable to support his action. Further well-documented infor-
mation, such as the unique fiammable bark of Sarcocaulon, and a 
better field knowledge of the two genera, would, I am sure, have 
dissuaded him from taking such a drastic step. and upheld the 
views of eminent botanists such as Hutchinson (1959). 
Merxmliller and Schreiber (1966) and Dyer (1975), who kept 
these two genera separate. It is also significant that L. Bolus, 
after describing S. mllitifidum in 1930 as a Mansonia, reverted to 
publishing the next two newly discovered species as Sarcocaulol1 
(Bolus 1930 & 1932). 
It would have been preferab le if the author had taken the first 
option suggested by Price and Palmer and quoted by him in his 
paper (Albers, op. cit.), who, working on rbcL sequence patterns, 
concluded that they were either sister genera or congeneric. 
It is as s.;t;ter genera that I regard them and I hope others will 
too. Generic names should only be changed if they contravene 
the rules of nomenclature or if it is taxonomically absolutely nec-
essary. 
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The proposal to consider SarCDcaulon a section of Mansonia 
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posal into the PRECIS database and National Herbarium (PRE) 
collections is stated and discussed . 
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Informal proposals by Albers (l996a) and Albers & Lobbert 
(1996) suggesled Ihat Sareoeau/oll DC. is a taxonomically 
doubtful genus. Albers (l996b), following De Candolle (1824), 
has now formally proposed the inclusion of Sarcocaulon as a 
section of Mansonia L. (Geraniaceae). Consequently he trans-
ferred all species of Sarcocaulon to Monsonia and in the process 
published 10 (not 17 as Slated) new combinations. Albers 
(1996b) based his action on a variety of dala from the fields of 
androecium ontogeny, karyology, chemotaxonomy and DNA 
studies of numerous species. He also drew parallels between the 
distribution of morphological characters in SarcocauLon and 
Monsonia and the larger genus Pelargonium L'Her. 
At the National Herbarium, Pretoria, we acknowledge the 
scientific validity of Ihe proposal by Albers (1996b). We have, 
however, decided not to introduce this proposal into our PRECIS 
database and our collections. We shall continue to consider 
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Sarcacauloll a sister genus of Mansonia following Moffet 
(1979). Reasons for this decision include the fallowing: 
- Macro-morphological differences between the two genera are 
clear and well defined. As Albers (I996b) stated 'Sareocau/oll 
forms a well~circumscribed taxon'. 
- Historically the recognition of two separate genera, as pro-
posed by Knuth (19 I 2), following Sweet (1826), has been uni-
versally accepted and implemented. Maintaining them as 
separate genera wi ll therefore avoid widespread confusion and 
debate. 
- Members of the genus Sarcocaulon are largely confined to 
deserts and semi-desert regions in southern Africa. In contrast, 
species of Monsonia are much more widely distributed from the 
south of the African continent into the Arabian Peninsula and 
India. 
- The presence of succulent, spiny stems found in both Sarco-
caulon and Pe/argonium (e.g. P. spinosum Willd.) might be an 
environmentally induced feature. It is, however, significant that 
this feature is never observed in Monsonia, not even among taxa 
that share the same geographical distribution as Sarcocauloll. 
- The retention of Sarcocauloll as a sister genus of Monsonia 
promotes nomenclatural stability. 
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